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enemy territory. Nina took over the leadership. With hands tucked inside
the sleeves of her greatcoat, she walked ahead, the men following, all of
them waist deep in snow. The exertion drained Nina's strength. She
breathed hard, her heart pounded, her cough grew worse, and this annoyed
the vigilant Chevdakov.

Soon they reached the end of the path. Ahead ky a valley brilliant with
moonlight. They were so close to the enemy position that walking was
dangerous. The moon might betray them and they would be picked off
by German snipers. They could only crawl across the valley. Falling flat
on their stomachs, they started to crawl. The farther they crawled the
more weary Nina grew, but not once did she pause for rest or complain of
fatigue. It took them an hour and a half to creep across the valley, and
Nina was on the verge of collapse.

Luckily her guidance was no longer necessary. The enemy position was
in clear view, and so Chevdakov ordered her to remain where she was and
test. They would rejoin her as soon as they had done their scouting.

When the men returned they were beside themselves with rapture.
Never had a trip into enemy territory proved so rewarding. The informa-
tion they gathered would gladden the heart not only of the lieutenant but
of the general. Full of fervour and gratitude to Nina, the ebullient
Ramishvilli, remembering how small and frail and sickly she was, proposed
they carry her back in their arms. But Ignatov, still feeling the sting of the
rebuff, urged caution. Yet the girl haunted Ignatov. There was some-
thing strange and beautiful and heroic about her. Turning to Ramishvilli,
he said :

" Do you think she is married ? "

Chevdakov came up noiselessly behind them and ordered them to stop
talking. The enemy was too near and the night so still. So they walked
on in silence, all thinking of the wonderful Nina, of the gallant service she
had rendered them, the Red Army, the fatherland. . , . They could love
such a girl. They did love her.

Soon they were beside her. She felt rested and together they started
back for " home." Trudging through the snow as bravely as the men,
Nina led the way, for only she knew the forest and the road back.

They came to the village of Zhimlost. It was held by the Germans
Through the woods, some distance away, they saw a party of Russian
prisoners cleaning snow off the road while German soldiers wrapped in
Russian blankets, in Russian kerchiefs, stood guard over them. They
halted, and the excitable Ramishvilli started to grope for a hand grenade.
Observing the movement of Ramishvilli's hand, the disciplined Chevdakov
said:

" No action without orders.*5

Then to the dismay of the men, especially of Ramishvilli, Nina broke in
and said resolutely:

" Such orders will never be given."

The men glanced at her sharply, unbelieving. This little girl with the
bright eyes, the irrepressible cough, standing up as if in defence of the
German guards.

" What do you mean, never ? '* asked Chevdakov.

*' Just what I said.   Never.   Do you want them to kill us ? "